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What is an aut-ethnography 
and what might one look 
like? 
Dr. Damian E M Milton 
Introduction 
 ³,PD\ODFNDVRFLDOLPDJLQDWLRQEXW,KDYHDVRFLRORJLFDORQH´(Milton, 2011a). 
 
 This presentation will explore a number of 
issues: 
 
¾The embodied sociality of autistic people 
¾Explore concepts of auto and aut-ethnography 
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Ethnomethodology and autism 
 ³,WLVDUJXHGKHUHWKDWµHPSDWK\¶LVDFRQYHQLHQW
illusion, and the phenomenon that people 
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Sociality and concepts of self 
 &ROOLQVVWDWHVWKDWDQRWLRQRIµVHOI¶LVGHSHQGHQW
on the ability to carry out polymorphic actions, requiring 
different instantiations and interpretations depending on 
context.   
 This ability is no doubt a difficulty and challenge for many 
autistic people.  Indeed, difficulties in episodic memory 
DQGWKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIµVHOI¶KDYHRIWHQEHHQFRPPHQWHG
upon in relation to autism (Milton, 2012b).  
 The differing sociality that is produced from autistic ways 
of being are often stigmatised for not abiding by so-called 
µVLPSOH¶XELTXLWRXVH[SHUWLVHOHDGLQJWRDODFNRI
opportunities for extension into the social world, finally 
UHVXOWLQJLQDOLHQDWLRQDQRPLHµSUREOHPVLQOLYLQJ¶
(Milton, 2012c), and a vicious cycle of psycho-emotional 
disablement (Milton, 2012d).  
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Interactional expertise 
 The imitation game   Contributory expertise   How much interactional expertise is possible?  
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$XWLVPIURPWKHµLQVLGH-RXW¶ 
 ³ULJKWIURPWKHVWDUWIURPWKHWLPHVRPHRQHFDPHXSZLWKWKHZRUGµDXWLVP¶WKHFRQGLWLRQ
has been judged from the outside, by its 
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$XWLVWLFµUmwelt¶ 
 Schutz (1967) ± four DVSHFWVRIWKHµlifeworld¶
Umwelt (directly 
experienced social reality), 
Mitwelt (contemporaries), 
Vorwelt (predecessors), 
and Folgwelt (successors). 
 Transition from direct to 
indirect experience ± 
increasing anonymity of the 
lifeworld. 
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 Monotropism (Murray et al. 2005).  Pirsig (1991) ± dynamic and static quality.  Merleau-Ponty (1945) ± suggested that all 
consciousness was perceptual, with a sense of 
the world and oneself as an emergent 
phenomena ± DQRQJRLQJµEHFRPLQJ¶ 
 Embodied sociality ± dissolving the mind/body 
distinction. 
 
Dr. Damian E M Milton Page 8 
Sociological and ethnographic study in the 
field 
 Grinker ± anthropological studies / prevalence studies.  Qualitative and action research in the field of education: 
Anat Greenstein, Jill Smith 
 Building collaborative communities (Wenger, 1998): the 
work of the Autism Education Trust. 
 Media studies and representations of autism.  The work of many autistic scholars and activists: Larry 
Arnold, Steve Graby, Melanie Yergeau, Hannah Ebben. 
 Links to Critical Disability Studies and Mad Studies (see 
McWade et al. 2015). 
 Critical Autism Studies (e.g. Runswick-Cole et al., 2016).  
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 ³$OWKRXJKWKHUHLVDELRORJLFDODVSHFWWRWKLV
condition named autism, the social factors 
involved in its identification, representation, 
interpretation, remediation, and performance 
are the most important factors in the 
determination of what it means to be autistic, 
IRULQGLYLGXDOVIRUIDPLOLHVDQGIRUVRFLHW\´
(Nadesan, 2005: 2). 
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Auto-ethnography and aut-ethnography (Milton, 
2014a) 
 Unlike auto-ethnography which often seeks to construct a 
coherent narrative of self over time, to me an aut-
ethnography (at least my experience/version) is a 
fragmented one, where snippets of information are 
IRUPHGLQWRµrhizomatic¶SDWWHUQVRIVKLIWLQJPHDQLQJV 
 Interestingly, Melanie Yergeau, an American autistic 
scholar and activist, referred to an essay she had written 
DVDQµautie-HWKQRJUDSKLFQDUUDWLYH¶Yergeau, 2013).  
 Much autistic scholarship (albeit those who have become LQYROYHGLQµKDUGVFLHQFH¶GLVFLSOLQHVKDVXQVXUSULVLQJO\
argued for, and highlighted the value of, subjective lived 
experience in learning about what it is to be autistic 
(Williams, 1996; Lawson, 2010).  
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Standpoint epistemology 
 7KLVµVWDQGSRLQWHSLVWHPRORJ\¶DQGDUJXPHQWVRYHUWKH
value of such knowledge can be seen as reminiscent of 
previous debates in social science regarding 
insider/outsider interpretations, Orientalism, situated 
knowledge, and so on.  
 Autism does not just represent a form of cultural 
understanding however (although yes ± autistic 
FRPPXQLWLHVDQGFXOWXUHGRµH[LVW¶IRUDQ\RQHVWLOOQRW
sure), but also refers to differing neurological 
embodiments and dispositional affordances that shape 
RQH¶VLQWHUDFWLRQVZLWKVRFLDOOLIH0LOWRQHE± 
RQHRIWKHFRQVHTXHQFHVRIZKLFKEHLQJWKHµGRXEOH
HPSDWK\SUREOHP¶0LOWRQIFChown, 2014).  
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Fragments and clumps 
 Despite many talking of the difficulties and crises that 
humans can have in forming a sense of self-identity, it is 
often assumed that such identities are placed within a 
coherent narrative story.  
 My own experience of identity has been nothing of the 
sort however.  
 Indeed, my experience of identity has had much more in FRPPRQZLWKSRVWPRGHUQLVWQRWLRQVRIµIUDJPHQWDWLRQ¶
and incoherence, although not an experience of fluidity 
or of an easily changeable or disposable identity (Milton, 
2013). 
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³,NQRZWKDW,H[LVWWKHTXHVWLRQLVZKDWLVWKLV
µ,¶WKDW,NQRZ"´'HVFDUWHV 
 Jo Spence (1986) ± highlighted issue: 
feelings of powerlessness and being 
infantilised by medical practice.  
 Alexa Wright (1999) ± exhibition called µ,¶± examined social expectations of 
beauty ± placing the disabled body in a 
context where it is not usually seen.  
 Barthes (1977) ± µStudium¶REYLRXVV\PEROLFPHDQLQJDQGWKHµPunctum¶
(personal to the individual ± that 
µSLHUFHVWKHYLHZHU¶ 
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Constructions, re-constructions and 
deconstructions 
 Kelly (1955) ± personal construct theory ± 
ordering experiences ± discovering, and when 
needed re-evaluating constructs. 
 Garfinkel (1967) ± breaching of the natural 
attitude ± the re-construction of constructs. 
 Derrida (1988) ± deconstruction and 
discontinuity. 
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6XEYHUWLQJWKHµIXQFWLRQDO¶IDPLO\DOEXP 
 Single photographs ± accompanied by 
narratives written in hindsight by both myself 
and my mother. 
 Focusing on the traumatising effects of the 
road-traffic accident. 
 Charting the history of the effects and 
continuation of the process (rather than 
resolution). 
 7UDXPDDVDEUHDFKZKLFKGRHVQRWµKHDO¶
(Garfinkel, 1967). Trauma as permanent 
discontinuity with previous sense of self. 
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µ9LHZV¶Blay, 2004) 
 Severe head injury in 1985 ± leading to both 
working and long-term memory difficulties.  
 'LVVHUWDWLRQSURMHFWµ9LHZV¶± perceptions of µEHLQJDQGVSLULWXDOLW\¶ 
 Black and white portrait photograph ± followed 
by a translucent sheet with personal narratives 
written in own handwriting, and then a 
photograph depicting how that person wanted 
to be seen. 
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Utilising photographs 
 7KHµ3KRWR%RRN¶  Photo taking and reporting.   Photo sorting.  Photo-montage and collage 
(Ridout, 2014).  
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Subverting the narrative 
 ³'XHWRWKHORJLFRISRZHUVWUXFWXUHV± the most SRZHUIXOLQGLYLGXDOVZLWKµFRQWURO¶RIVRFLDO
processes will usually have a vested interest in 
the norms of society and giving the impression 
of unity and common purpose...There is an 
obvious need for both unity and discontinuity ± 
for resolution and non-resolution ± in the 
course of human history. What is fascinating 
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Tracing the wander lines 
 ³%XWWKHVHLPSDVVHVPXVWDOZD\VEH
resituated on the map, thereby 
opening them up to possible lines of 
flight.  The same applies to the group 
map: show at what point in the 
rhizome there form phenomena of 
massification, bureaucracy, 
leadership, fascisation, etc., which 
lines nevertheless survive, if only 
underground, continuing to make 
rhizome in the shadows.  'HOLJQ\¶V 
method: map the gestures and 
movements of an autistic child, 
combine several maps for the same 
FKLOGIRUVHYHUDOGLIIHUHQWFKLOGUHQ´
(Deleuze and Guttari, 1980). 
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The work of Fernand Deligny 
 For Deligny, despite the dogmatic pursuit of the ³+XPDQV-that-we-DUH´WKDWLVLPSRVHGRQWRDXWLVWLF
people, he thought that autistic people would continue to 
operate in the mode of being of the network. 
 A mode of being outside of notions of self and auto-
biographical narrative. . 
 ³$QDXWLVWLFFKLOGWUDFHV\RXFDQDOZD\VDVN\RXUVHOIZKDWDQGDQVZHU\RXURZQTXHVWLRQLQWKHVDPHEUHDWK´
(Deligny, 2015: 93). 
 The maps were seen as interactive living entities, not 
static pieces of art to make a coherent meaning from, 
and yet also, as a way of attempting to engage with the 
way of being of non-verbal autistic people. 
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Violation through interpretation 
 ³7RFRPPXQLFDWH",XQGHUVWDQGZHOORUUDWKHU
the word, as I understand it is doubled...In 
order to make the tacit speak, what is required 
is to want, to do violence and to violate, and not 
at all a secret or something that would resist 
EHLQJVDLG´ (Deligny, 2015: 91). 
 ³:KHQDQDO\WLFWKRXJKWWKHNQLIHLVDSSOLHGWR
experience, something is always killed in the 
SURFHVV´(Pirsig, 1974: 86). 
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Cultural imperialism 
 The process of cultural imperialism 
according to Young (1990) involves 
the establishment of ruling class 
ideology as the hegemonic norm.  
 Those that have power in society 
can determine how those in a 
position of powerlessness are 
interpreted and talked about.  
 1RWLRQVVXFKDVµableism¶DQGµmansplaining¶FDQEHVHHQDV
having roots in similar notions of a 
taken-for-granted unconscious 
frame of reference which renders 
WKHµRWKHU¶LQYLVLEOH 
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 A very familiar form of oppression for autistic 
people is that of cultural imperialism (Milton and 
Bracher, 2013).  
 Indeed, the entire neurodiversity movement 
could be seen as a response to such a way of 
being and emergent cultures being wholly 
pathologised within a medical model 
perspective. 
 
Dr. Damian E M Milton Page 24 
Psychsplaining 
 ³7KRVHFDWHJRULVHGE\SV\FK-
professionals are often 
reduced within such 
relationships to that of the 
µVLFNUROH¶3DUVRQV
ZLWKRQH¶VRZQLQWHUSUHWDWLRQV
of oneself undermined by the 
µH[SHUWNQRZOHGJH¶EHLQJ
projected upon the autistic 
person, who by default is 
positioned in a relatively 
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Building collaborative communities of practice 
with autistic voices at the core 
 ³*UDQWPHWKHGLJQLW\RIPHHWLQJPHRQP\RZQWHUPV«5HFRJQLVHWKDWZHDUHHTXDOO\DOLHQWR
each other, that my ways of being are not 
merely damaged versions of yours.  Question 
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Where next for me? What next for the autistic 
community? 
 To mix two old sayings together:  Watch this space...because you DLQ¶W seen nothing yet... 
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